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The Next Wave for Virtual Reference L ast month, I visited a book store and noticed the clerk reshelving a book and stating, "I'll have to look up the names of the Seven Seas on the Internet…" Proud of my profession, I sprang into action, "Why not ask a librarian?" The bookseller replied with a stare, and then challenged me, "Librarians would know the names of the seven seas?" He had a point, but I was determined. "Maybe not, but they know where to look it up efficiently and authoritatively." This time, his look was quizzical, and I went back to browsing.
I was presumptuous. Finding out the names of the Seven Seas is the kind of ready-reference question that most people can answer without the help of a librarian. In this case, the Library of Congress has a great page on the subject (www.loc.gov/rr/ scitech/mysteries/seas.html), but most Internet searches are not as authoritative as a librarian. However, Internet searches are just as fast as librarians, and often faster, and have the added advantage of being available almost everywhere you go.
The Internet also has an advantage because it is knowable. Google presents search results in concise and compact sets of ten resources, each with a title and brief description, sorted by relevancy. With this frame, the Internet is easy to grasp and manipulate. For the purposes of day-to-day use and ready reference, most library patrons, like the bookseller, have mastered it. If only our libraries were this simple.
We can't compete with instant gratification, but libraries are certainly knowable (given some time), and we can make ourselves available online through chat reference services such as our L-net (www.oregonlibraries.net). As it turns out, instant messaging and chat software are also technologies that many patrons have mastered, and some may even know more about these than they do libraries.
The College, 2002) Of course, just because patrons know how to chat and that we offer a statewide chat reference service, patrons aren't suddenly going to forget how to use Google and need our help more often. Yet they will still need help sometimes, and chat reference services offer them a tool to get it… anytime anywhere. As they become comfortable with the service, they will be more willing to ask for help again. The next time they are in a library, some of them may even want to talk to a librarian.
Buff Hirko and Mary Bucher Ross. (2004) Virtual Reference Training: the Complete Guide to Providing Anytime Anywhere Answers.
Chicago: American Library Association.
ISBN: 0838908764 In a training program that promises to make any library staff member-regardless of education or experience-comfortable and proficient in providing virtual reference, expert educator-librarians Hirko and Ross detail the core competencies librarians need in order to deliver consistent service online. The authors also offer a variety of hands-on learning activities, exercises and assessment tools.
From presents an expanded and more in-depth framework for the process approach to library and information services ("the interpretation of information and ideas within sources"). The book places a special emphasis on the cognitive emotional stages the user experiences when engaged in the research process with a librarian. From stage one (task initiation) through stage six (search closure), Kuhlthau provides a detailed description of the Information Search Process (ISP).
